





THE PASTOR

Prof. Robert D. Decker

As we continue our series on the subject of Pastoral Care we wish to focus
on the pastor. The question to be faced at this point is this: “Who performs
pastoral work?"’ While the answer may appear to be self-evident, it is not all that
simple these days. We must deal with such questions as these: Who is the pastor?
What is required of a pastor? What gifts are necessary in a man before he can be
a pastor of God’s sheep? To these questions and more we shall be addressing
ourselves.

Negatively, it must be emphasized that the one who performs pastoral care
is not the believer in general. Many advocate just exactly this. All of the mem-
bers of the congregation are called to counsel one another. This is not only the
work of the pastor. It belongs to the calling of all the saints. There is a great
deal of emphasis in this direction of late. This is apparent, for example, in the
writings of Dr. Jay Adams. It is his contention that God’s people must counsel
one another and that they are competent to do so. At the least, Adams is a bit
fuzzy in his distinctions between the official work of the minister of the Word
and the mutual counseling among the members of the church. For all of our
appreciation of Adams’ significant and nceded contribution in the field of
pastoral care we must take issue with him at this point. Neither is this move-
ment new. It has been around for several years already. (Cf. G. Brillenburg
Wurth, Christian Counselling In the Light Of Modern Psychology, pp. 101 ff.)
To be sure, there is a place for soul care by the entire congregation. Believers are
called *“‘not to forsake the assembling of themselves together, as the manner of
some is...but to admonish one another” (Heb. 10:24, 25). Scripture calls
believers to ‘‘edify one another, comfort one another, and love one another.”
Soul care, mutual care among the people of God is beneficial, it is necessary,
and it is completely Biblical. All Christians have the calling to visit the sick,
comfort the sorrowing, help the needy, visit the prisons, etc. Inasmuch as we do
these things to the least of the brothers of Christ we do them to Christ Him-
self (¢f. Matthew 25:31-46). By those very works of faith all believers shall be
judged by the Son of man. But, all that being true, two things need saying in
this connection. 1) Mutual care among believers is not possible apart from the
official preaching of the Word and pastoral care of Christ through those whom
He calls and ordains to serve in the church. Mutual care among believers is
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precisely the fruit of the preaching of the Word and the pastoral care by those
whom Christ gives to the church (cf, Ephesians 4:11 ff.). 2) Mutual care among
believers must never be emphasized, therefore, to the exclusion of the official
nature of pastoral care of the souls of God's people. This is exactly the tendency
in our day. Today the tendency is to devaluate and even ridicule the office of
the pastor. This is true also in the area of contemporary evangelism with all the
emphasis being placed on equipping all the members of the church to evangelize
and win souls for Christ. One may obscrve this phenomenon also within the
established church and its worship. The place of the sermon in the liturgy isin
many places greatly diminished. In place of the sermon come dialogucs and dis-
cussion, dramatic productions, “children’s church,” choir programs, and testi-
monies by individual members of the church. Evidence of this is found too in
the large place given to psychology (to the exclusion entirely of the pastor in
many instances) of which we wrote in the previous article. People are led to be-
lieve that only psychologists and psychiatrists are able to deal with all these
problems: mental illness, emotional problems, marriage problems, and more.
Some openly advocate that pastors “leave their hands off” these problems.
Make no mistake, we do not deny a legitimate place to psychology. It has its
place. But then it must be Christian psychology, and it must not intrude upon
the sphere of the labor of the pastor who represents Christ, the Good Shepherd
of the sheep. The key to this whole movement is to be found in a lack of respect
for authority. It is part of the spirit of the age in which we find ourselves. We
must avoid this destructive, unbiblical tendency at all costs.

Both the reason this tendency must be avoided and the utter seriousness
of this matter will become apparent the moment one realizes who is really the
subject of pastoral care. Even a cursory examination of the Scriptures and the
Confessions of the Reformed Churches yields the unmistakable conclusion that
Jesus Christ Himself is the subject of pastoral care, In that marvelous tenth
chapter of the Gospel according to John we find Jesus speaking to His disciples
about Himself: “I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd giveth his life for
the sheep. But he that is an hireling and not the shepherd, whose own the sheep
are not, seeth the wolf coming, and leaveth the sheep, and fleeth: and the wolf
catcheth them, and scattereth the sheep. The hireling fleeth, because he is an
hireling, and careth not for the shecp. | am the good shepherd, and know my
sheep, and am known of mine. As the Father knoweth me, even so know I the
Father: and I lay down my life for the sheep. And other shecp I have, which
are not of this fold: them also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice; and
there shall be one fold, and one shepherd. Therefore doth my Father love me,
because 1 lay down my life, that | might take it again. No man taketh it from
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me, but I lay it down of myself. I have power to lay it down, and I have power
to take it again. This commandment have 1 received of my Father” (verses
11-18). After telling the unbelieving Jews that they believe not because they are
not of His sheep (verses 19-26) Jesus says, “My sheep hear my voice, and [ know
them, and they follow me: And I give unto them eternal life; and they shall
never perish, neither shall any man pluck them out of my hand. My Father,
which gave them me, is greater than all; and no man is able to pluck them out
of my Father’s hand. 1 and my Father are one’ (verses 27-30). Jesus is pre-
eminently the Good Shepherd of the sheep given Him of the Father through the
laying down of His life at the cross and taking it again in the resurrection. This
is the commandment He received of His Father, and this is why the Father loves
Him. Through this great work the Good Shepherd gives the sheep eternal life.
Those sheep belong cternally to the Good Shepherd, for they shall never perish
and no man is able to pluck them out of Jesus’ hand. The beautiful benediction
of the Epistle to the Hebrews calls Jesus the great shepherd of the sheep. ‘“Now
the God of peace, that brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus Christ, that
great shepherd of the sheep, through the blood of the everlasting covenant,
Make you perfect in every good work to do his will, working in you that which
is well-pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ; to whom be glory for ever
and ever. Amen”’ (verses 20-21). The emphasis in this passage is the same as in
John 10. Jesus is the great shepherd of the sheep through the cross, *“. . . the
blood of the everlasting covenant.” The inspired Apostle Peter has this exhor-
tation for the elders: “The elders which are among you I exhort, who am also an
elder, and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, and also a partaker of the glory
that shall be revealed: Feed (the verb is, poimainoo, and means, to shepherd)
the flock of God which is among you, taking the oversight thereof, not by con-
straint, but willingly; not for filthy lucre, but of a ready mind; Neither as being
lords over God’s heritage, but being ensamples to the flock. And when the chief
shepherd shall appear, ye shall receive a crown of glory that fadeth not away”
(1 Peter 5:1-4). Here Christ is said to be the Chief Shepherd Who rewards faithful
clders with the crown of glory.

Jesus Christ, therefore, is the Good Shepherd, the Great Shepherd, the
Chief Shepherd of the sheep of God. Christ gained for them the forgiveness of
sin through His suffering and death on the cross, and He gave them eternal life
through His blessed resurrection from the dead. Christ shepherds those sheep
and preserves them unto glory. This means that to deny or minimize the official
work of the pastor in God’s church is to deny or minimize the very work of
Christ. This is true because Christ is pleased to exercise His Shepherd's loving
care over His precious flock through the officebearers He ordains in and by the
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church. Scripture is very clear on this. Speaking of the ascended Lord Christ the
Apostle Paul writes as follows to the Ephesians: “And He gave some, apostles;
and some, prophets; and some, evangelists; and some, pastors and teachers; For
the perfecting of the saints, for the work of the ministry, for the edifying of
the body of Christ: Till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowl-
edge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature
of the fulness of Christ: That we hence forth be no more children, tossed to and
fro, and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the sleight of men, and
cunning craftiness, whereby they lie in wait to deceive; But speaking the truth
in love, may grow up into him in all things, which is the head, even Christ:
From whom the whole body fitly joined together and compacted by that which
every joint supplieth, according to the effectual working in the measure of every
part, maketh increase of the body unto the edifying of itself in love” (4:11-16).
Christ gives the pastor/teachers to His church for the work of the ministry. And
through them Christ perfects the saints, edifies them, and keeps them from
being tossed about by the winds of false doctrine. Christ through the Holy Spirit
makes men overseers in the church (Acts 20:28), and Christ Himself says to
these overseers or elders, “Feed the flock of God which is among you.” (I Peter
5:1). Hence the subject of pastoral care is the pastor primarily, but also the
elders and deacons of the church (there is overlapping here and a reciprocal
relationship among these, cf. previous article) as these are called and ordained
by Christ through the church. In one word, therefore, Christ is the pastor
of God’s flock,

This fact, namely, that Christ is pleased to care for His people through the
pastor has far reaching and rich significance for the pastor himself. It is this
blessed truth and the conviction of this truth in his own heart which affords the
pastor the support he so sorely needs in all his work among the people of God.
The pastor after all is not “super-human.” He is a man of like passions with all of
God’s children. Because he knows himself to be an imperfect saint, a struggling
sinner, a problem confronts him. Though he is a shepherd, he is at the same time
one of the sheep. And he is very much like them in his sinful nature, weaknesses,
temptations, and the tendency to wander. The problem he faces is this: what
gives him the right and the ability to function as the shepherd of God’s children?
He is no better than they, no more pious, no less a sinner than any of the sheep
for whom he cares, Just as is true of all God’s children the only way he can be
saved is by grace through faith, the gift of God. Even the Apostle Paul realized
that keenly. Consider that great and moving seventh chapter of the Epistle to
the Romans where he cries after his terrible struggle with sin: “O wretched man
that I am. Who shall deliver me?”” Or again consider the confession of this same
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apostle: “This is a faithful saying, and worthy of all acceptation, that Christ
Jesus came into the world to save sinners; of whom I am chief” (1 Timothy
1:15). His only right (right in the sense of authorization) to function as a shep-
herd among God’s flock lies in the fact that Christ, the chief Shepherd, calls
him and is pleased to feed His flock through the Word which the pastor brings.
This is the answer to the problem also from the point of view of his ability to
be a shepherd. Christ Who calls also promises to equip those whom He calls.
This gives the pastor the courage and the boldness to do the work. But it also
gives him the humility to depend completely upon the grace of Jesus Christ Who
said, “'without me ye can do nothing,” and ““lo, I am with you alway, even unto
the end of the world.”” Once again, let it be said that the pastor comes in the
name of Christ and by the strength of Christ. He has been called by the Great
Shepherd of the sheep and, therefore, is under holy obligation.

Practically speaking this means that the pastor must be a man of prayer.
There is no way to give this the emphasis it ought to have. God in Christ gives
the qualifying grace of the Holy Spirit to those whom He calls to shepherd His
flock. But, we confess with the Heidelberg Catechism that “God will give His
grace and Holy Spirit to those only, who with sincere desire continually ask
them of Him, and are thankful for them” (Lord’s Day XLV, q. 116). If prayer
be necessary for Christians generally, and it surely is, how much more is it not
necessary for the pastor? The prophets were men of prayer. In fact, their diffi-
culties often came exactly when in moments of weak faith they failed to pray.
The apostles often prayed for themselves and requested the churches to pray
for them. Think of Paul’s tender request of the Ephesian Christians: “Praying
always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, and watching thereunto
with all perseverance and supplication for all saints; And for me, that utterance
may be given unto me, that I may open my mouth boldly, to make known the
mystery of the gospel, For which I am an ambassador in bonds: that therein |
may speak boldly, as | ought to speak’ (Ephesians 6:18-20). Even our Lord felt
the need of prayer. The Good Shepherd, though He knew all things and was
the person of the Son of God, on more than one occasion was constrained to
withdraw from the people to be by Himself to pray. He often spent whole nights
in prayer, and, if Gethscmane is any indication, the Lord must often have prayed
in great struggle and anguish. If the Good Shepherd needed prayer, how much
more do not they whom He calls to shepherd His flock? The point is that
pastoral work must be in the sphere of the Word of God, and the pastor is
totally dependent upon the grace of the Spirit of Christ for the fruit upon his
labors. The moment the pastor forgets or neglects to pray he will surely falter!
Practically, too, this is indispensable for the pastor’s well-being. Shattering
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disappointment, crushing depression, and the desire to “quit” (as so many
pastors are doing these days) follow the quickly-held, proud notion that I will
accomplish or should accomplish great things for the Lord in the congregation.
The pastor must NEVER forget that Christ, not he, cares for the sheep through
His powerful and effective Word which never returns void. And, this care is
It is seldom
dramatic. Though the pastor may wish to see the congregation aflame for the
Lord, it just does not happen very often. This ought to clothe the pastor with

the most essential virtue necessary for the ministry: bumility.

normally internal and gradual, through the “still small voice.

When the mother of the sons of Zebedee asked Jesus if her sons could sit
on His right and left hands in His Kingdom Jesus had this to say to His disciples:
“Ye know that the princes of the Gentiles exercise dominion over them, and
they that are great exercise authority upon them. But it shall not be so among
you: but whosoever will be great among you, let him be your minister; And
whosoever will be chief among you, let him be your scrvant: Even as the Son of
Man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give His life a
ransom for many” (Matthew 20:25-28). The pastor must never forget these
words of Jesus. As the pastor of God’s flock he must, after the example of his
Lord and Savior, be the scrvant of the people of God. There is a double danger
in this respect. The humility must be genuine and not false. Sometimes a pastor
has “inferior feelings’’ with respect to colleagues in the ministry or with respect
to certain gifted members of the church. This is not humility. [t is simply the
weakness of faith. This leads to a lack of respect for what the minister says and
a forgetting that he comes in the name of Christ. The pastor must work in the
confidence of faith that Christ makes perfect His strength through our weak-
ness. At the same time the pastor must remember that the authority of the
office of the ministry is not authoritarianism (cf. again, I Peter 5:1-4). The only
word before which God's people must bow is the Word of God, not the pastor’s.
Genuine humility consists in this that the pastor knows that his sufficiency is
of the Lord and not of self, In this awareness he will shepherd God’s flock in
such a way that the people sce Jesus and the glory of God.

This humility in turn should incite an carnest sense of responsibility.
There is no more weighty position than that of an officebearer in the Church of
Jesus Christ. The thought that he must some day give an account (cf. Hebrews
13:17) to Christ concerning the care of the sheep for whom He laid down His
life ought to fill the pastor with a holy zeal to labor faithfully. Perhaps there is
no easier position in which to be lazy than the ministry. It is always casier to
find reasons not to work than reasons to work. For this rcason as well the pastor
must “pray without ceasing.” A lazy pastor is onec of the greatest tragedics
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conceivable; it is also a most heinous sin for it results in sickly, starving sheep.
May Ged in Christ give the pastors of His church grace to be faithful. Then His
Church will flourish and His Name will be praised.

BOOK REVIEW

THE DEACONS HANDBOOK, A Manual of Stewardship, by Gerard Berghoef
and Lester De Koster; Christian’s Library Press, Inc., P.O. Box 2226, Grand
Rapids, Michigan 49501, 1980; 269 pp., $12.95. (Reviewed by Prof, H. Hanko.)

This is the second of the authors’ works on the offices in the Church. The
first book, a handbook for elders, was a very worthwhile book from which
elders in the Church of Christ could profit. We are sorry to say that this second
book does not begin to measure up to the value of the book for elders. We
cannot even recommend it to our deacons nor to those who are interested in
the office of deacons. We are sorry about this because we had looked forward to
the publication of this book because a book which would assist deacons in their
work in the Church, especially in these troubled times when the deacons face so
many difficult questions, would be of great worth and help. This book is not of
that kind of help.

After reading the book and reading over again the notes which 1 jorted
down while reading it, 1 began searching for the main reason why this book is
not a very good one. After pondering this matter a bit I came to the conclusion
that perhaps the chief reason of this book’s failure is the lack of precise defini-
tion of the Scriptural teaching concerning the office of deacon. Apparently the
authors have some idea in their heads concerning the nature and character of
the office; and, indeed, their ideas on this score come out rather clearly in what
they write. But there is no explicit treatment of this matter. We criticized the
“Handbook for Elders” on this same score, but there the ideas which the authors
held concerning the nature of the office of elders seemed to be fundamentally
sound. This is not the case here. It soon becomes clear that the idea of the
office which these authors hold is not Scriptural, is not the idea as held by all
Reformed men who studied Reformed and Scriptural Church Polity, and is not
the same as the idea of the office still held by conservative Reformed Churches
in this country and abroad. If only a section of the book had been devoted to a
careful study of the Scriptural teaching concerning the office of deacon and a
careful study of the historic teaching of the Reformed Churches concerning this
office, the book might have been quite different.
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But, what weaknesses appear in the book because of this lack of precise
definition?

In the first place, much too much space is given to discussions concerning
the principles of Christian stewardship. While a discussion of these principles
is probably worthwhile and could be of benefit to the Church of Christ, never-
theless: 2) The discussions are not always very Biblical; b) They could more
profitably appear in some future *““Handbook for Those Holding the Office of
Believers.”” There are too many important matters to be treated in connection
with the office of deacons to spend as much time on this question as the book
does. The authors themselves evidently sense this because they suggest on page
91 that another title for the book could be ‘“Manual of Citizenship,” referring
to citizenship in the kingdom of heaven.

In the second place, insofar as they do treat the Biblical idea of the office,
they treat this very sketchily, and even engage in some very doubtful exegesis.
For example, on page 65 they write:

Is it just a coincidence that the office of deacon arises in
connection with table service — though it will soon expand to
other forms of charity?

Not at all! Nothing in the history of the Church is mere
coincidence.

Three tables all point to the same thing: the table called
“altar” in the Old Testament; the table of the Lord’s Supper;
and the tables served first by deacons — all three relate to
sacrifice, which remains at the heart of Christianity.

In this same connection we could note that while their discussion of
deaconnesses has some worthwhile material in it, they do not distinguish clearly
and sharply between the work of deaconnesses and the work of the office it-
self. They do not, therefore, make any contribution to the burning issue in the
Christian Reformed Church concerning women officebearers. It is difficult to
imagine how the authors could omit this important subject unless they favor
the idea of women officebearers but did not want to come out clearly for the
idea in their book.

In the third place, the book has a very strong tendency to ‘‘strain at a gnat
while swallowing a camel.” The book is inordinately brief on important matters
of the deacons’ calling. There is, e.g., absolutely no mention of the calling of
deacons to bring to the poor ‘‘comforting words from Scripture,” as our Form
puts it, and, consequently, no discussion of how this can be done. But a great
deal of attention is paid to peripheral matters which are, in fact, so peripheral
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that they ought not really to occupy the time and attention of the deacons.
Much is said about the whole financial operation of the Church, the upkeep of
the buildings, purchasing paper clips, running off newsletters, selling bonds, etc.
By this sort of emphasis the office is reduced to mere earthly financial manage-
ment.

But finally, and most important of all, the book has a very wrong and anti-
Scriptural view of the office of deacon, which view underlies all that the authors
write and which, at bottom, destroys the office in the Church of Christ. For one
thing, the authors do not discuss the whole question of government welfare.
They simply assume that it is proper and desirable. In fact, they go so far as to
say that the deacons ought to encourage government welfare, infiltrate the wel-
fare system, make abundant use of it, attempt to influence it, and direct it
towards the Church’s goals. Do not the authors know that the tender mercies
of the wicked are cruel (Prov. 12:10)?

But this is not the worst. The authors are of the opinion that the Church’s
concern for the poor is chiefly responsible for the welfare state because it was
this concern of the Church which aroused a national conscience. If this is true,
if the Church is responsible for the present mess, then shame on the Church. But
the authors’ point is that the welfare state is desirable because the Church
brought it about.

The Church is largely responsible for the coming of the
modern welfare community. The Church could be largely
responsible for purging welfare of its faults and problems, IF
enough deacons caught the vision!

The Church brought about the welfare state in two ways:

1. As we have seen, the Word which the Church proclaims
demands charity and justice for the poor. As this Word has
permeated at least the Western world, an alerted public con-
science has demanded public welfare. The Church is the parent
of the welfare community.

2. But the Church did not, and perhaps in some respects
could not, measure up to her own ideals. Not all the starving
were fed, not all the homeless given shelter, not all of the op-
pressed and exploited relieved, The cries of the needy ascended
to heaven. The Lord answered with the welfare state, The
government undertakes to do what the Church demands and
then fails to achieve by herself. (pp. 221, 222).

But even this is not the worst. The authors speak of a world-wide diacon-
ate which will serve as ‘‘the cutting edge” of efforts to overthrow totalitarian
regimes by means of revolution. This, in the minds of the authors, is the grand
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dream of deacons everywhere. And if only the deacons of the world would get
busy with this task, then the Church would also have its own answer to Marxism
and Liberation Theology which now gains so much favor because it is dedicated
to help the down-trodden and exploited.

In short, the deacon stands on the firing line in the on-going
struggle between using structures of freedom for the witness of
service, and perverting social structures into Marxist totalitari-
anism through violent revolution (p. 227).

The answer to Marxist structural change through violent
revolution aimed at ‘“‘dictatorship of the proletariat” was spoken
by the Apostle Peter when Jesus asked His disciples if they, like
the fickle crowd, would also desert Him. Peter replies, ““Lord,
to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life”” (John
6:68). Revolution mounted to ensure the free preaching of
these words is blessed . . . (p. 228).

It is clear from all this that the authors have reduced the office of deacon
to a social office. This can only be because they have written this book in the
context of a social gospel which denies the antithesis and has no proper and
Biblical conception of the kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ.

For these reasons, I cannot recommend this book. It has no value to speak
of for those who wish to preserve and lzbor in the office of deacon according to
the Scriptures.
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